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Abstract 
 
  This paper presents part of a research project on picture books targeting children. The main research problem lies in the fact that 
foreign language teaching is very often textbook-based, which means presenting texts as pretexts for learning a language and 
presenting language in separate parts, as if language were a separate part of the speaking subject. Against this background, the 
paper aims to present an experience with a group of students who research picture books for enactments. Qualitative data analysis 
includes a field diary, a dialogue journal, picture books and online contexts for promoting children’s literature. 
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1. Introduction 
 
 This paper is supported by a Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalytic perspective which takes into account the role of 
language in the constitution of the subject. In order to explain what that means, one can make use of the neologism 
“language-body” (corpolinguagem, in Portuguese), which makes the incidence of the signifier on the human body 
explicit. Before the incidence of language or the incidence of the signifiers on the body, there is only an organism, a 
human body, not a subject. It is because of the incidence of the signifiers on the body that an organism becomes a 
subject, a speaking subject. For this paper, it is assumed that a subject who is the effect of language is necessarily 
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mobilized when they encounter a foreign language (Revuz, 1998, Moraes 1999, 2009, Freire and Murce, 2009), and 
is especially mobilized if the foreign language appears through literature. And because of the fact that literature 
presents language, signifiers and silence in such original ways, it provides a language-body with the possibility of 
having an experience as a poetry body. 
 In terms of education policy, The National Curriculum Parameters (PCN) (Brasil, 1998), has played an 
important role as a background for this paper, particularly in four aspects: a) the discursive engagement of students, 
b) the development of students’ autonomy, c) the importance of reading literature, and d) cross-cutting themes. The 
first two were especially relevant for the use of dialogue journals between teacher and students, and for the students’ 
experience in groups. The other two were particularly significant in the sense that the books read in class address 
crucial social issues which the PCN call cross-cutting themes, that is, ethics, cultural diversity, and sexual 
orientation.     
 When speaking about children’s literature, one should start by saying something about literature itself. 
Differently from everyday language or language used merely as an instrument, be it to order food at a restaurant, for 
instance, or buy a ticket to a concert, examples so very often found in textbooks, language in literature calls the 
reader forth as an interpreting speaking subject who has a body.  
In terms of children’s literature, the reader’s body is called forth not only because of the gaps between the 
words and sentences, but also because of the illustrations and lacunas between them, which provide a sensory 
experience, making the reader’s body part of the artistic creation process. Judith Thistleton-Martin (2008, p.90) 
reminds us, along with Perry Nodelman (1992), that “the act of interpreting and making meaning from picture books 
necessitates the reader filling in not only the gaps that appear in the text and the illustrations, but also the gaps that 
lie between”.  
 Why enactments? The purpose of working on enactments with 6th grade students of English is the effect of 
my previous study (Newton Murce’s Corpoiesis, a criação do ator, 2009) on the process of creation of an actor’s 
body. One of the insightful discussions in the book is the relation between text and actor. Instead of assuming the 
text as an instrument to be used by an actor for her/his body performance, it is the actor’s body which is offered to 
the text in order to be rewritten into the scene, as a poetry body, or poetry itself. After a long period of rehearsals, 
which means a lot of work with repetition, but never repetition of the sameness, and a lot of work with the gaps 
between the words and sentences of the text, a poetry body is then written into the scene. It is not intended, of 
course, to compare the creation of an actor’s body with a student’s performance, but at least it is possible to try to 
work with literary texts in the classroom not merely as pretexts for learning a language, but as a body experience, a 
creation experience. In this case, process is more important than product, that is, the experience lived out by students 
while rehearsing and not while performing for a big audience.  
 
2. Methodological procedures and data analysis 
 
The selected classroom activities I am reporting and analyzing were drawn up in 2012 for a group of 21 6th 
grade students of English as a foreign language. There were 11 boys and 10 girls aged between 10 and 13 in this 
group which was having 2 forty-five minute English classes a week in its curriculum for the first time. Different 
materials were used in the classes throughout the year, such as folk songs, jazz chants, poems, and a textbook, but 
for this report I focus on picture books and online contexts which promote children’s literature. Dialogue journals 
between teacher and students were also used. Initially, at the end of class, students were asked to make entries in 
their journals using the following four questions as a basis: “what did I do in class today?; what did I learn?; what 
did I like most? how did I feel?” They could write in English or Portuguese, code-switch, and, of course, use a 
dictionary. I then collected the journals and answered each at home. Most of the time, I wrote in English, but 
sometimes I code-switched or wrote in Portuguese. After some months, I decided to leave the journals with the 
students right at the beginning of class so that they could write in them at any time they wished, and not only at the 
end of class. There were three main reasons for writing journals in class: a) to raise students’ awareness about their 
own learning experience, which contributes to their autonomy; b) to provide alternative use of the target language, 
in a more meaningful context; c) to stimulate students to take a stand, whether on the classes themselves, discussion 
topics or personal concerns.  
 
 
2.1. The first step 
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 First of all, students were asked to research online contexts which promote children’s literature in the 
computer lab. The aim of encouraging students to research online contexts for the promotion of children’s literature 
was to make them familiar with the field not only through picture books, but also through other media, as a means of 
helping them to choose what they liked best or where they could find what they wanted or needed to read or 
research, depending on their aims. In other words, it was a way of contributing towards students’ autonomy. In the 
lab they were supposed to follow instructions on handouts previously prepared by the teacher: 
Handout 1: 1) Search Google, Ask and Yahoo and answer the following question briefly: what is children’s 
literature?; 2) List some types of children’s books you find on the internet; 3) Write some characteristics of each of 
the following categories (use “they are...”, “there is/there are...” or “they have...”): a) picture books:... b) legends:... 
c) fairy tales:... d) fables:... e) poetry:...; 4) Can you find animated books for kids online? What is the site called? Is 
there a charge or not? Let’s read a book online? Which one? Do you like it or not? 5) Search the link “interactive 
ebooks for children”. There’s a story online. Can you read it? Do you like it or not? 6) Choose one of the stories you 
read and act it out for your class (if it is too long, you can act part of it, ok?).  
 Handout 2: 1) Search the three sites below. What do they have in common? a) 2012 Notable Children’s 
Books; b) The Canadian Children’s Book Centre; c) fnlij.org.br/principal.asp; 2) In five minutes write words or 
expressions in English whose meanings you can infer. Example: finalist; 3) Now try to infer the meanings of the 
following words or expressions: a) written and illustrated by (The Canadian Children’s Book Centre); b) picture 
book award (The Canadian Children’s Book Centre); c) younger/middle/older/all ages (2012 Notable Children’s 
Books); d) shopping cart (The Canadian Children’s Book Centre). 4) Find the books Prudence wants a pet and 
Over and under the snow (2012 Notable Children’s Books). Who are the authors? Who are the publishers? Who are 
the illustrators? 
 Considering the fact that students were getting more familiar with the new English terms they had found 
while researching, such as “play, next, classic, order, samples etc.”, as well as terms related to the field of children’s 
literature, it can be concluded that the online research resulted in the production of knowledge and autonomy on the 
part of the students, as the following utterance in one journal proves: “Finalmente eu consegui entender a relação 
dos site, I think, I dont know […]. Finalmente descobri o que é shopping cart”.  
 
2.2. The second step 
 
After students had researched online contexts for promoting children’s literature, we started working on 
Canadian and American picture books selected from the recommended lists of the publication The Canadian 
Children’s Book Centre’s Best Books for Kids and Teens and the online lists of Notable Children’s Books, by The 
Association for Library Service to Children. The selection of books is part of another study about children’s books 
that I have been working on since 2011, after a visit to The Centre for Research in Young People’s Texts and 
Cultures (CRYTC), at The University of Winnipeg, Canada. Although there is an increasing number of picture 
books which target older kids or even adults, I use “picture books” as they are referred to in the publication The 
Canadian Children’s Book Centre’s Best Books for Kids and Teens, that is, books targeting younger kids, between 1 
and 11 years old.  
As well as being highly recommended, the books used in class were selected according to the observation 
focus I have been investigating in my research project, which is the representation of changing families. Books were 
also selected if they dealt with burning social issues which somehow interfere in students’ constitution as subjects, 
such as tolerance, self-acceptance, respect for diversity, be it ethnical or sexual, and so on. In this way, the selection 
of the books reflects the National Curriculum Parameters (PCN) recommendations about cross-cutting themes.  
Students were then introduced to the fifteen books I had previously selected from the lists by the American 
and Canadian institutions. Before moving on to an initial reading of the books, I brainstormed with them what is 
done in pre-reading. The following aspects were thus highlighted: looking at book cover, illustrations, author, 
publisher, textual clues, characters, context, theme, cognates, inference, previous knowledge, prediction. Although 
the students registered the terms in their notebooks in English, part of the discussion about them took place in the 
mother tongue. 
Having done that, we moved on to an initial reading of the books in the school library where students either 
sat in pairs or in groups of three. A few minutes were allocated for a quick reading of each book by a pair or a group 
of three. After that, each book was passed on to the closest desk, and so on, so that every pair or group of three had 
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an opportunity to get to know all the books. The aim of the activity was to make the students choose the book they 
liked best and which they would like to work with later on. That meant they would move into deeper reading 
comprehension which would result in a script to be rehearsed and enacted, in what I call “body writing”. 
The next step was then to have students working in groups, according to their reading choices, in order to 
write a script with the teacher’s help. They started this task, but as the school year was about to end, I had to finish 
the scripts myself, so that the students could begin the rehearsals as soon as possible. With the scripts in their hands, 
I marked out the scene space for each group and recorded lines for those students who wanted to have them in their 
cell phones, so that they could practice pronunciation at home.   
 
3. An analysis of the results 
 
 Positive results were observed a) while the students read and selected the books, b) while they wrote in 
their dialogue journals and c) while they rehearsed. For instance, the choice of Lesléa Newman’s Mommy, Mama, 
and Me, made by one group of students, was an interesting surprise (item a – students’ reading and selection of the 
books). The book narrates the daily routine of a toddler who is being raised by his two moms. One of the students in 
this group wrote about her choice: “[…] o que eu mais gostei foi o mommy, mama and me, que eu acho que quis 
tirar o preconceito das crianças”. The choice of this book gave the class the opportunity to discuss a little the sexual 
orientation of those moms in the book, in a natural way, respecting the issue of diversity. In another interesting 
example, two students chose Tania Duprey Stehlik’s Violet, which tells the story of a girl who is the daughter of an 
interracial couple. One of the students wrote in her journal: “[…] nós gostamos porque a cor purple e nossa cor 
preferida que nós não temos preconceito com nossa cor do pai e da mãe”. 
The main positive aspects with regard to students’ writing in their journals (item b) were: a) throughout the 
school year, students managed to incorporate new vocabulary items and expressions through dialogue with their 
teacher; b) samples of what I call “slip” in foreign language emerged; c) there were samples of students taking up 
stances on the classes themselves, discussion topics and personal concerns. I understand “slip” in foreign language 
as students’ capacity to write without apparent censorship or inhibition. Of course this is not something students are 
aware of. It simply occurs or does not occur. It can also occur earlier or later. It has much to do with students being 
captured by the functioning of the language, which conducts their writing, capturing them as subjects, subjects of the 
Unconscious, of course, since this “choice” of being able to slip in a foreign language is not something the subject 
can say, name or explain. It is the Unconscious at work. 
 As far as the students’ body involvement was concerned (item c (rehearsals)), results showed the following: 
a) they were very willing and open to the characters they wanted to interpret; b) they were very helpful to members 
of their own groups and also ready to participate in other groups where they were needed; c) some students were 
able to memorize their lines quite quickly and well; d) some students were able to create interesting and sometimes 
funny body writings; e) most students were very much involved during the classes. These results point to what 
seems to be the effect and at the same time production of autonomy, as is recommended by the PCN.    
 At this point it is worth reflecting on the importance of literature and body writing in the classroom. In 
order to do so, I focus on the difference between role-playing, often found in textbooks, and the preparation of 
scenes from a literary work. What is this difference? While playing a role in a dialogue from a textbook, the student 
keeps repeating uncontextualized utterances, motivated by a useful objective (to buy a ticket for a concert, for 
example), which aims at what is called “communication”. If a similar dialogue is enacted by the same student from a 
literary work, it is no longer out of context, or motivated by a useful objective which aims at what is called 
communication. This dialogue is now much more than a mere repetition of useful utterances. Why does this happen? 
Because within a universe which is that of an enacted scene, whose source is fiction, all dialogue holds within itself 
a content of truth which results from the fact that all fiction constitutes and produces the effect of reality which is 
not related to the universe of pretence or imitation, as in role-playing, but to the universe of living an experience. 
 When the student is in a position which is not only of a reader, but of someone who is supposed to rewrite a 
literary text in their own body, she/he is not simply going to repeat hollow utterances, as a subject who has no body, 
which would seem to be the subject of textbooks. When a student rewrites a work of art in their body, a singular 
experience is lived, an experience with otherness, and a speaking body becomes a poetry body. This is quite 
different from merely repeating a role in a role-playing activity from a textbook in order to practice and manage to 
do things or communicate in a foreign country, for instance. 
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